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Abstract

This thesis investigates the therapeutic effects of the researcher’s own arts practice or personal
movement ritual, which is based in her tacit knowledge and intuition. The researcher is also the
participant of this study. Her personal movement ritual, which was formalized as the method,
was conducted before the literature review in order to prioritize tacit knowledge before
introducing the influence of other scholars. In the literature review, Ellen Dissanayake’s and
other scholars’ rationale for the emotional and cognitive changes that take place during rituals
through music and dance are explained. These rationales, or the five constructs of entrainment,
“synaesthetic intimations” (Dissanayake, 2010, p.538), “vitality affects” (Stern, 1985, p.53), the
autonomic nervous system, and cultural expectations provide a framework for the personal
movement ritual to be analyzed in explicit language as well as situated in the fields of
evolutionary psychology, developmental psychology, anthropology, and expressive arts therapy.
The paper concludes with a call to action, urging readers to trust their own tacit knowledge,
follow their intuition in their healing/ expressive arts/ self-care practices, and to share it with the
world.
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How Dance and Music Stimulate Therapeutic Change
in a Personal Movement Ritual
This thesis project all started with my interest in finding explicit language and constructs
with which to understand my own arts practice, and why it has powerful therapeutic effects. For
a few years now, I have done something I call my personal movement ritual in order to
understand myself better, express my emotions, heal, and feel at home in my body. The ritual
involves me dancing and moving to my favorite music in a way that is process-oriented and
improvisational. The ritual has come to me intuitively and through tacit knowledge, within the
context of my Expressive Arts Therapy education. At first, the ritual was much more about
healing from specific body-based trauma. As that experience became further in the past, the
personal movement ritual has evolved to meet my changing therapeutic needs.
My thesis is in the “Option Three” category, “Community Engagement”. I was initially
interested in conducting a method with members of my community modeled after my personal
movement ritual. However, the scope of this project does not allow for me to engage my
community in the vulnerable practice of movement-focused expressive arts therapy in a way that
is properly sensitive, scaffolded, and ethical. Therefore, I decided to document my movement
ritual as I personally engage with it, and hoped to increase my explicit understanding of the
process, while documenting its therapeutic effectiveness in a way others can understand and find
meaningful.
My project has been an inductive process, meaning I started with my own tacit
knowledge sourced from my body. This is all built on the premise that my body is a reliable
source of knowledge worthy of researching and documenting. While tacit knowledge from the
body is not prioritized in the contemporary Western research paradigm, it is a trustworthy source
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of knowledge that humans have relied upon long before the norms that exist today. To be
consistent in prioritizing tacit knowledge, I carried out my method in action before I conducted
the literature review or wrote out the method in words. I did this in order to put up boundaries in
the process, so that my tacit knowledge would be centered, not overly influenced by other
scholars’ work. Only after participating in and collecting data from my personal movement
ritual, did I go back to create the literature review and find an academic and explicit context for
my work.
I ended up drawing from evolutionary psychology, developmental psychology, biological
psychology, anthropology, dance/ movement therapy, and my own field-- expressive arts
therapy-- to find connections between my work and the work of other researchers. The main
scholar that influenced this paper was Ellen Dissanayake, who wrote about why music and dance
facilitate emotional and cognitive changes in participants of rituals (2010). Her investigation on
the topic provided rationale for why my own personal movement ritual has healing effects for
me. I discuss Dissanayake and other scholars’ rationale for the effects of music and dance in
ritual in the literature review, and use these constructs to analyze my own personal movement
ritual in the results section.
I hope that the following exploration of my personal movement ritual acts as a stepping
stone in my goal to facilitate similar therapeutic processes with other people. I hope it also
contributes to the perceived legitimacy of scholarly work grounded in tacit knowledge. I hope
this method inspires other people to trust and pursue what they know tacitly and intuitively as
healing.
Literature Review
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The expressive therapies are a group of psychotherapies that use creative forms of
expression-- like visual art, dance, music, and drama-- to help clients better understand
themselves, process their emotions, and heal. I am an Expressive Arts Therapy student, meaning
I use all modes of expression intermodally. But because such a large part of my personal
movement ritual involves dance and movement, literature from the dance/movement therapy
(DMT) field is relevant in this review. DMT is a field within the expressive therapies in which
practitioners and clients engage in dance and movement for therapeutic purposes. “The
nonverbal, symbolic, and embodied aspects of DMT can be accessed as tools for
psychotherapeutic change and growth” (Kawano, 2018, p. 1). By using movement to express
one’s emotions and experiences instead of just talking about them, DMT provides unique access
to nonverbal and somatic material that are a significant part of one’s daily emotional and
cognitive processes.
Dance/movement therapy rests on a few basic premises, as defined by Levy: (a) dance is
communication, (b) body and mind influence each other reciprocally, and (c) emotion is
expressed through movement (Levy, 1988, p. 1; Koch & Fischman, 2011, p. 61). Whereas some
traditional psychotherapies emphasize a divide between body and mind, DMT and the expressive
therapies more broadly endorse the belief that body and mind are irrevocably interconnected.
The relationship between mind and body is what makes dance and movement such indispensable
tools with which to process and change emotions and cognitions.
DMT as a Ritual
Kawano (2018) described the connection between ritual and dance/movement therapy
like this:
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With roots in modern dance, DMT’s association with ritual can be traced in the
choreographies of American modern dance pioneers of European and African descent,
who drew their inspiration from anthropological studies on ritual dance during the late
1800s to 1950s. (p. 2)
Kawano asserts that dance/movement therapy is itself a ritual, according to Grimes’
definition of ritual as an “embodied, condensed, and prescribed enactment” (Grimes, 2014, p.
195-196; Kawano, 2018, p. 2). Kawano (2018) uses Koch and Fischman’s (2011) definitions of
embodiment and enaction to illuminate this point. DMT is embodied because it centers
sensorimotor processes as the experiences in which cognition and affect are grounded (Koch &
Fischman, 2011). DMT is enactive because it involves “moment-to-moment adaptations with the
self towards the environment” (Koch & Fischman, 2011, p. 57). DMT is prescribed because it’s
behaviors and attitudes are culturally specific (Kawano, 2018).
Enaction is an epistemological perspective (Koch & Fischman, 2011). The enactive
perspective posits that knowledge is gained through action in the world (Koch & Fischman,
2011). People know the world through their own actions, “transforming themselves and the
world at the same time the world transforms them” (Koch & Fischman, 2011, p. 59). Enactive
knowledge “emerges from the dynamic codetermination of self and other” (Koch & Fischman,
2011, p. 59). Philosophers Varela, Thompson, and Rosch (2016) describe enaction like this: “A
cognitive being’s world is not a pre-specified, external realm, represented internally by its brain,
but is rather a relational domain enacted or brought forth by that being in and through its mode of
coupling with the environment” (p. xxvii).
Dance/movement therapy, and movement more broadly, is an avenue through which one
can act in the world and cultivate enactive knowledge through said ‘dynamic codetermination’.
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Using enaction as a way of knowing gives the opportunity for self-empowerment within dance
and movement in ritual practice, because participants have the power to shape their realities and
their relationships with themselves through moving in their environments. They are not just
affected, but have an effect themselves.
Kawano (2018) and Koch and Fischman (2011) wrote about dance/movement therapy
specifically as a ritual. I would argue further that both dance and music meet Grimes’ criteria for
an enactive, prescribed, and condensed ritual (2014). The following sections will discuss the
expressive arts in ritual from a more multimodal perspective.
Dissanayake on Temporal Arts and Ritual
Dissanayake, an independent scholar who studies human creativity through the lenses of
anthropology and evolutionary psychology, also writes on the topic of dance and music in
ceremonial ritual (2010). She includes dance and music in a category called the “temporal arts”,
which means all arts that take place over time. Temporal arts include “singing, playing
instruments, expressive gesture, movement (clapping hands, marking time, dancing,
performance)” (Dissanayake, 2010, p. 533). The concept of the temporal arts overlaps in large
part with the field of expressive arts. The temporal arts mark a ceremony’s importance and can
be used to provide a fundamental change in individuals’ consciousness (Nettl, 2000, p. 468).
Ceremonial rituals have the power to fundamentally change participants' consciousness,
and that the temporal arts are the catalyst through which that transformation takes place
(Dissanaykae, 2018). Specifically, the temporal arts within ceremonial ritual “allow a group of
individuals to enact and share emotional and non-verbal, as well as ‘cognitive’ (cultural or
social) meaning” (Dissanayake, 2010, p. 533). Just like Koch and Fischman (2011), Dissanayake
(2010) emphasizes the fact that the temporal arts transform both the emotional and cognitive
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parts of our experience. Additionally, Dissanayake defines ‘cognitive’ here as “cultural or social
meaning”. The concept that the temporal arts and ritual are both necessarily situated within the
cultural beliefs and practices of the participants will be salient throughout this discussion.
How the Temporal Arts in Ritual Effect Psychological Change
The majority of Dissanayake’s chapter examines how the temporal arts in ritual
ceremonies are able to manifest the cognitive and emotional changes experienced by the
participants (2010). In this paper, five of these explanations will be investigated: (1) entrainment,
(2) “synaesthetic intimations”, (3) “vitality affects”, (4) autonomic nervous system, and (5)
cultural expectation.
Entrainment
In the field of biomusicology, entrainment means to synchronize one’s behavior to an
extrinsic pulse. Aside from insects or frogs, humans are a unique species in that they are capable
of entraining (Dissanayake, 2010). Humans first learn to entrain through the “coordinated
interpersonal timing” of infant-mother interactions (Dissanayake, 2010; Hane, Feldstein, &
Dernetz, 2003). Dissanayake describes the infant-mother communication that is the foundation
of entrainment:
The coordination of behavior and emotional expression between the pair is made possible
through ‘musical’ or ‘protomusical’ components-- temporally organized expressive
vocalizations and movements of face and body that are conspicuously altered versions of
similar expressive signals of friendliness and accord between adults. (2010, p. 534)
According to Dissanayake, infant-mother interaction is a fundamental human process that
leads to the temporal arts in ritual being an affiliative practice (2010). As infants, we learn to
coordinate rhythmic movements and sounds with an extrinsic pulse by mirroring our mothers.
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We neurologically develop a loving and connective association to entraining, so when we sing,
dance, clap our hands and stomp our feet together during a ritual-- effectively entraining with
each other-- that association is drawn upon and we deepen our sense of connection with each
other. This is why simply being in time with others can produce a “feeling of wellbeing or
euphoria” (Dissanayake, 2010, p. 539).
“Synaesthetic Intimations”
Another way that the temporal arts in ritual facilitate emotional and cognitive change is
through what Dissanayake calls “synaesthetic intimations”, or the experience of sensory input
brought on by another type of sensory input (2010). “There are more subtle associations that
music calls up-- synaesthetic intimations where sounds have color and texture, melodies have
shapes, and movements seem to echo inside our own bodies” (Dissanayake, 2010, p. 538). Like
entrainment, Dissanayake argues that the basis for the synaesthetic association between certain
sensory experiences is mother-infant communication-- that some smells, sights, movements,
touches, sounds, and tastes from our early times are neurobiologically associated with others,
such that we experience them together automatically and simultaneously (2010). In both the
mother and infant during the formation of these associations, “visual, tactile, auditory, and
olfactory sensory input converges in the orbitofrontal cortex, which projects extensive pathways
to subcortical motivational and emotional integration centers” (Dissanayake, 2010, p. 538;
Schore, 1994). Because of this, experiencing certain senses, their synaesthetic echoes, and the
associated affects and motivations during a ritual ceremony has the power to move participants
emotionally and cognitively.
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I would also posit that sense-related memories throughout one’s life can create
synaesthetic intimations. In other words, if one has a strong memory from any stage of life, with
certain sights and sounds attached, it could be grounds for future synaesthetic experiences.
“Vitality Affects”
The previous two explanations for the psychological effects of temporal arts in ritual had
to do with sensory input stimulating neurological associations with emotions, cognitions, and
other senses. The next explanation involves certain qualities of music and movement that can
evoke a wide array of emotions, because they resemble emotional processes in general rather
than one particular affect. These qualities were coined the name “vitality affects” by
developmental psychologist and psychoanalyst Daniel Stern (1985, p. 53). The concept of
vitality affects is described eloquently here by Ellen Dissanayake:
...qualities of shape or contour, intensity, motion, duration, and rhythm-- supramodal
properties that exist in our minds as dynamic and abstract, not bound to any particular
feeling or event-- such as surging, fading away, fleeting, or being drawn out, each of
which apply to a variety of circumstances in visual, auditory and kinesic modalities.
(2010, p. 539).
Daniel Stern, the creator of the construct, contrasted vitality affects to “categorical
affects”, such as anger, joy, and sadness, which according to the Darwinian school of thought are
each universally associated with a specific facial expression (1985, p. 55). Vitality affects like
intensity and duration, on the other hand, are too broad to be linked to specific categorical affects
or facial expressions. They are general enough that they can apply to any categorical affect. Stern
describes how music and dance are full of vitality affects:
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“Abstract dance and music are examples par excellence of the expressiveness of vitality
affects. Dance reveals to the viewer-listener multiple vitality affects and their variations,
without resorting to plot or categorical affect signals from which the vitality affects can
be derived.” (1985, p. 56)
The generality of vitality affects make it easy for people to project whatever they are
feeling into a song-- channel their feelings through music as it surges, fades away, is fleeting and
then becomes drawn out (Stern, 1985; Dissanayake, 2010). Vitality affects resemble the structure
of emotional processing without being confined to any single emotional process (Stern, 1985;
Dissanayake, 2010). They effectively make the temporal arts a container for the creator’s
emotions and thoughts. As such, temporal arts as parts of a ritual ceremony provide participants
with a structured yet flexible medium through which to experience and alter their affect and
cognitions.
Autonomic Nervous System
Many fields of psychotherapy agree on the significant role the autonomic nervous
system, specifically the sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous systems, play in mental health,
self-regulation, and emotion and cognition more broadly. Accordingly, the expressive therapies
can intentionally manipulate the autonomic nervous system to serve therapeutic purposes, as do
the temporal arts in ritual ceremonies utilize it in order to process and alter emotions and
cognitions of participants.
To give a basic overview of the autonomic nervous system: the sympathetic nervous
system is colloquially referred to as the “fight, flight, or freeze” response. Evolutionarily, this is
activated in response to a perceived threat to a human’s safety, and results in the speeding up of
heart rate and the slowing of digestive function to assist in an escape from danger. The
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parasympathetic nervous system, opposingly, is referred to as the “rest and digest” response. The
human body enters this state when it is safe and relaxed, such as during sleep, and results in the
increase in digestive function and decrease in heart rate. While these both have adaptive
purposes in terms of human evolution, these states can be activated by other stimuli and can
serve purposes other than those determined by their evolutionary roots. An example of the
autonomic nervous system being purposefully activated for a novel intent is its stimulation
during ritual ceremonies through the use of the temporal arts.
The autonomic nervous system responds to the fast or slow repetitive rhythms created
during rituals, which leads to emotional effects and altered states of consciousness (Newberg &
d’Aquili, 2001). “Dancing vigorously to rhythmic accompaniment excites sympathetic
neurophysiological structures and eventually leads to parasympathetic rebound (an effect of the
body’s tendency to maintain homeostasis), which induces an ‘altered state’ felt as trance or
ecstasy” (Dissanayake, 2010, p. 539). Even when the body is not actually in danger, we can still
activate the sympathetic nervous system with intense rhythmic physical activity.
This rebound effect can also occur in the opposite direction, such that the body swings
from a prolonged state of parasympathetic stimulation into sympathetic activation due to the
body’s attempt to maintain homeostasis. “Sustained slow repetitive activity such as chanting or
contemplative prayer” activates the parasympathetic nervous system, which, when maintained
for long periods, leads to sympathetic activation “with a similar emotional effect of ecstasy,
boundary loss, or ‘flow’ that may be subjectively interpreted as transcending the ordinary self
and attaining altered forms of consciousness” (Dissanayake, 2010, p. 540). Thus, activation of
both the sympathetic and parasympathetic systems of the autonomic nervous system, through the
temporal arts, facilitate emotional and cognitive changes during ritual ceremonies.
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Cultural Expectation
Activation of the autonomic nervous system alone does not lead to the “altered forms of
consciousness” common during rituals. Newberg and d’Aquili assert that it is this autonomic
activity, along with the cognitive context of the ceremony, that leads to these intensely felt states
(2001, p. 89). The cognitive context of the ceremony, specifically, means familiarity with the
ritual-- knowing what came before and what comes next (Dissanayake, 2010, p. 540). People can
know what to expect from a ritual based on cultural context. For example, in Western culture, a
song like Pachelbel’s Canon in D will remind people of wedding ceremonies. Just the sound of
the song can lead to associations with romance and evoke strong emotional responses
(Dissanayake, 2010). Furthermore, for people in contemporary Western societies, music is one of
the primary sources of peak experiences (Maslow, 1976, p. 175). Peak experiences involve “the
merging of subject and object, involving no loss of subjectivity but what seems its infinite
extension. It is individuality freed of isolation” (Maslow, 1976, p. xvii). So, there is a cultural
expectation that music will move people to emote and bond with each other. This is an
expectation that, in the context of temporal arts in ritual, contributes to the emotional and
cognitive shifts that take place.
Dissanayake concludes her chapter with, “In ceremonies, bodies swayed to music result
in minds relieved of existential anxieties, firmed by convictions, and bonded with their fellows in
common cause” (2010, p. 542). The reasons Dissanayake gives for the temporal arts effecting
changes in the emotions and cognitions in participants of ritual ceremonies also provide a
rationale for why my personal movement ritual is effective for me.
This literature review of the effects of the temporal arts in ritual serves as the context in
which I will frame my personal movement ritual (the method). Although my ritual takes place
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individually, it otherwise meets Grimes’ standards of ritual of being embodied, enactive, and
prescribed (as cited in Kawano, 2018, p. 2). Dissanayake’s explanations of how temporal arts in
ritual contexts promote emotional and cognitive change will be used as constructs with which to
analyze the data from my personal movement ritual in the results.
Method
Because I conducted this thesis in an inductive manner prioritizing tacit knowledge, I did
my personal movement ritual-- the method-- before anything else. Therefore, when carrying out
the method, I did not have explicit language for the rationale behind the healing effects of my
personal movement ritual. I could tell that my body wanted to move in specific ways and in
certain settings, but only after doing the literature review for this project did I have explicit
language with which to examine the process. Because I used the literature review to align my
own work with Dissanayake’s exploration of the temporal arts in ritual ceremony, I will also use
Dissanayake’s language at times to describe my own method (2010). But I want to be clear that I
acquired this language after having conducted the method. Only after the method-in-action was I
able to conceptualize the method through a ritual lens.
Preparation and Resources for the Method
Timeline and structure.
I conducted three different personal movement rituals, over the period of a month during
January and February 2020. Each ritual took about 1.25 hours. To prepare for the personal
movement ritual (the method), I did three things: went to a Lesley University dance studio, set up
the sound system to play my own music, and brought a blanket and pillow from home.
Physical space/ chosen environment.
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I chose to do the personal movement rituals in Lesley dance studios during the day
because I am familiar and comfortable in the space. I selected this space for this inquiry because
I found that in this space I was more likely to let my defenses down and deeply engage in the
movement process. Additionally, the bright sunshine through the windows and the warm
temperature of the room were soothing. The rationale behind choosing my own music and
having a blanket and pillow from home was to have more soothing sensory input available.
Feeling soft textures and pressure from bedding calms down my nervous system and helps me be
more comfortably present in my body.
Music.
I selected songs that held significant personal associations. They were songs that are
culturally relevant to me-- many songs by queer woman artists. I chose this music because I
knew it would be evocative of both community-wide and personal memories and associations for
me, which is an example of the construct “cultural expectations” as described in the literature
review. Through this music I included culturally relevant sensory, emotional, and cognitive
associations in the method. I believed this music supported the ritual with more possibilities for
textured transformative experiences.
Additionally, having music playing makes it possible for me to entrain during the
personal movement ritual. Since I did this method alone, the only way I could synchronize my
voice and movements to an extrinsic pulse was if I had recorded music playing. The presence of
music also makes “synaesthetic intimations” possible, because the voices and instrumental
sounds have the potential to evoke secondary sensory experiences and positive affect.
The Method: Personal Movement Ritual
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My personal movement ritual was the actual method in action and meant to have
therapeutic effects. The purpose of this ritual was to open myself to my body’s tacit knowledge,
which helps me process my cognitions and emotions. The rituals were limited to 40 minutes
long. This was a hard limit. I made this parameter because I felt that I might become disengaged
if the ritual was longer. I also felt I might not have proper time to commune with my tacit
knowledge and undergo the ritualistic process if the time was shorter. The pillow and blanket
were present in the dance studio as optional self-soothing sensory tools.
During the 40 minutes, I let my body take the lead. I moved however I wanted to move in
the Lesley dance studios to the music. I changed the songs as I pleased. I really paid attention to
my body’s tacit knowledge/intuition of how it wanted to move, vocalize, stretch, be still, and
engage my senses.
The use of my body during the personal movement ritual had the potential to bring about
autonomic nervous system effects, most likely through stimulating my sympathetic nervous
system and eventually experiencing a parasympathetic rebound.
Data Collection
Pre-journal.
Before the personal movement ritual, I initiated a pre-journal, meaning a handwritten
journal entry. This was not meant to be part of the ritual or have therapeutic effects-- the purpose
of the journal entry was for data collection. I wrote about what I was experiencing with my five
senses at the moment, along with other somatic experiences (hunger, temperature, muscle
tension). I also wrote about the cognitions and emotions I was experiencing in the moment. Since
part of a ritual involves making meanings of things, it felt important to capture my general
thoughts and feelings about life in the moment, because those would inevitably contribute to the
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psychological transformations that would occur during the personal movement ritual. This
process ended when I felt it was complete-- there was no time limit.
Video recording.
I recorded the 40-minute personal movement rituals with video and audio. The recording
of the method was not meant to have a therapeutic effect or be part of the ritual, but rather to
record data. I wanted to have a record of how my body moved physically through the space, the
sounds I made, and the songs that played. I believe it is important to witness the movements
close to how they actually happened, to be able to fully observe the transformative processes that
took place.
Post-journal.
I wrote the post-journal as a journal entry after the personal movement ritual. The
purpose of the post-journal, like the pre-journal, was for data collection rather than a
continuation of the ritual. The post-journal was not meant to have any therapeutic effect. I wrote
about details of the movements I did during the ritual, and the emotional and cognitive shifts that
came from that. The relationship between the movements and the emotional/cognitive shifts was
reciprocal, as they influenced each other in both directions. Writing about the movements and the
emotional and cognitive shifts was a process of making a tacit and inductive process explicit by
putting it into words. The post-journaling process also ended when I felt it was complete-- there
was no time limit.
The post-journal entry made room in particular to understand some of the “vitality
affects” present during the personal movement ritual. Vitality affects are qualities of music or
movement that are general enough to apply to a myriad of different emotional experiences
(Stern, 1985). The post-journal entries documented the emotional narratives I created based on
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my subjective experience of my movements. I can identify the subjective emotions in the postjournal, and from that, identify the neutral vitality affect to which it is attached, i.e.“I felt bold
with my big motions” versus “the motions were big”.
Results
Although three personal movement rituals were recorded as part of the method, only the
data from the first ritual, conducted on January 28th, 2020, was analyzed in the results due to the
limited scope of this project.
In order to analyze my data, I first made inductive observations about the pre-journal,
post-journal, and video recording from the ritual. Afterwards, I read the pre-journal, post-journal,
and watched the video to look for examples specifically in regard to the five constructs identified
in the literature review. The five constructs were identified as rationale for why the temporal arts
in ritual facilitate emotional and cognitive change. However, I also observed some phenomena
that I believe facilitated change for myself that extend beyond the five constructs and will also be
noted.
Accordingly, I will share my inductive observations and analyses of the pre-journal, postjournal, and video first. Then, I will share my construct-specific analyses of the post-journal and
video. The pre-journal entry was short and did not contain any content pertinent to the five
constructs, so just the post-journal will be analyzed in that section.
Inductive Analysis
Pre-journal and post-journal comparison.
The analysis of the pre-journal and post-journal was most informative when I compared
one to the other. This comparison offered insight into the effects of the personal movement ritual
on my emotions and cognitions.
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I started the process by counting the word frequencies in the text of both journal entries.
In the pre-journal, I described myself as “nervous” four times and “excited” two times. I also
wrote, “my thoughts are quick + looping” and “I don’t feel very present in my body”. This
language demonstrated to me that I was feeling anxious and disconnected from my body before
the method. In the post-journal, I wrote, “body bliss” twice, “calm” twice, “soothe” twice, as
well as “open” and “safe”. These are all words I associate with a feeling of groundedness, and
with being present in my body. I also wrote “singing” twice, and “played”, “laughed” and
“excited”. This set of words is connected to playfulness for me. So, from the beginning to the
end of the personal movement ritual, I went from nervous and out of my body, to grounded,
present in my body, and playful.
Video.
I watched the video once to make general and inductive observations before watching
specifically to look for the five constructs. Much of what I observed and concluded on the first
viewing ended up being written about in the analysis involving the five constructs (in the
following sections), but there were two phenomena I feel are worth sharing that don’t fit into the
five constructs.
First, I noticed my use of self-touch to soothe and ground myself throughout the personal
movement ritual. This involves me touching my body with my hands, slowly and deliberately, to
awaken and bring compassion to different parts of my body. I remember in the ritual it brought
me a great sense of peace and increased presence in the moment. Here are some examples in
stills from the video recording:
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Readers can see two more examples of self-touch in video clips from the personal
movement ritual, which are attached to the Lesley Digital Commons webpage for this thesis. At
the bottom of the Digital Commons webpage, under the abstract, there is a section called
“Additional Files”. See the videos titled “Self-touch 1” and “Self-touch 2”.
In the first clip, I run my hand from the top of my head slowly down my chest, and then
run both of my hands down my legs to the tips of my feet. Then I bring both hands up to my
belly and touch it attentively and lovingly. In the second clip, I am all curled up, and I rub my
hands on the back of my neck and through my hair. I remember both of these moments feeling
very alive and vulnerable, very connected with myself. Self-touch is certainly a technique I use
to self-soothe and bring more awareness to my body.
Second, I noticed myself doing a lot of what I will call “floor dancing”. This involves me,
lying on my back, with my arms and legs extended upwards into the air and moving around. An
example can be found in the “Additional Files” section, in the video clip called “Floor Dancing”,
and is also shown in this still:
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This is a movement that is very important to me. I have returned to it many times as I
practiced my personal movement ritual over the years. I have come to understand it as a
reclaiming of a vulnerable position. I was sexually assaulted two years ago, which is what started
my personal movement ritual practice in the first place. It was a healing response. This floordancing movement places me on my back, in a position similar to how my body was during the
assault, and allows me to find home in my body again after what happened. My body can be in
any position, vulnerable and open, and is still mine to inhabit and enjoy. I can take that position
back for myself in the comfort of my ritual.
The next section of results will explore how the five constructs are present in the journal
entry and the video.
Entrainment
Journal.
Entrainment means to synchronize one’s behavior with an extrinsic pulse (Dissanayake,
2010). In humans, this process is first learned by the coordinated interpersonal timing of
expressive interactions between infant and mother, and is Dissanayake’s rationale for why the
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temporal arts in ritual are an inherently affiliative practice (Dissanayake, 2010; Hane, Feldstein,
& Dernetz, 2003).
In the post-journal entry after the personal movement ritual, I wrote, “It felt good to
sing!” This statement referred to me singing along with the songs and attempting to match the
vocals in pitch and timing. Singing is an example of entrainment-- or at least it could be posited
as such, in light of Dissanayake’s perspective that entrainment is learned through infant-mother
vocalization and mirroring, composed of “‘musical’ or ‘protomusical’ [vocal] components”
(2010, p. 534). It brought me a sense of wellbeing to match other humans in timing and pitch,
even if those other humans were just being played on a recording.
Video.
Another type of entrainment involves dancing and moving the body in sync with an
extrinsic beat. In the video recording of my personal movement ritual, there were five notable
instances of entrainment via moving in time with the beat. I moved my hips from side to side,
walked, extended my limbs, tilted my head, and stomped my feet in time with the music. There
is a video clip in which I entrain by stomping my feet along with the beat of “Before the World
Was Big”, by Girlpool, which can be found in the “Additional Files” section (see video titled
“Entrainment”).
Based on my experience during this and other personal movement rituals, I know that
entraining through movement, rhythm, and singing is a soothing act and brings feelings of
affiliation by being in time with others.
“Synaesthetic Intimations”
Journal.
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In my post-journal entry, I wrote that I “gravitated towards the songs whose sound
textures soothed me (scratchy voices, low-fi, acoustic guitar), versus the pop, because it felt like
I could feel the textures in my body.” This is an example of a synaesthetic intimation. I was
experiencing the sounds through my auditory sense, but was having a secondary sensory
experience because my somatic and kinesthetic senses were also activated. Furthermore, sounds
are created by movements and vibrations, so having a somatic/ kinaesthetic sensory experience
when hearing the “scratchy voices” and “acoustic guitar” makes sense. I felt the vibrations as
movements in my body.
Just like Dissanayake asserted that entrainment learned through infant-mother
interactions leads to an affiliative experience of entrainment in the temporal arts, similarly
synaesthetic associations learned through infant-mother interactions also lead to the synaesthetic
intimations carrying pleasant associations (2010). I certainly had pleasant associations with
hearing a raspy voice and feeling the vibrations of those sounds in my body. I associated that
sensory input with being close and vulnerable with someone-- it was comforting.
Video.
In the video recording of the personal movement ritual, a specific instance of the
aforementioned synaesthetic intimation is captured. During the song “123” by Girlpool, the
voices are harmonizing and cracking slightly. The guitar strings are twanging and you can
imagine the fingers plucking them. While this song plays, my movements visibly slow down and
I begin to seek groundedness and comfort with my body. Readers can see and hear this in the
video clip titled “Synaesthetic Intimations 1” under “Additional Files”.
I actually chose to play that song at that moment, because my body was already starting
to slow down and seek comfort and I knew tacitly that such a textural song invoking synaesthetic
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intimation would comfort me further. You can see in the video clip that I feel the soft song in my
body, I slow down, and I seek physical grounding through touching the pole and then rubbing
my face in my blanket/ pillow (also displayed in the video stills below). I used the synaesthetic
intimation to my advantage by choosing sounds that I have positive associations with, knowing
they would amplify through my body and soothe me.

While Dissanayake does not write about this, I personally believe that synaesthetic
intimations can also become associated with cognitions and affects outside of infant-mother
interactions, if the sensory inputs are experienced during the formation of other strong memories.
For example, the song “I Love It” by Icona Pop (feat. Charli XCX) is strongly associated with a
fond memory I have of dancing with my best friend at a lesbian night at a local night club. When
I hear the song, I automatically feel the quickening of my heartbeat because of how fast I was
dancing that night at the club. Hearing the song and feeling my body respond to it bring about
the associations of playfulness and freedom from that memory. You can see in the video
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recording (called “Synaesthetic Intimations 2” under “Additional Files”) that I smile as soon as
the song comes on. I stand up, try to balance on one foot, fall over, and then start spinning
around. I am playing.
“Vitality Affects”
Journal.
In my post-journal entry after the personal movement ritual, I wrote about my
movements: “Back + forth between big + small. Bits of playfulness/ silliness, then back to
grounding (curling into self/ being my own weighted blanket, stretching slow).” The shapes and
sizes of my movements acted as vitality affects onto which I ascribed meaning and an emotional
story. While big and small movements may not inherently carry specific emotions, I found that
they acted as containers that held the specific emotions I was experiencing while moving.
When my movements were big, I felt brave and loud and playful and silly. But I couldn’t
stay in that emotion for too long, it became uncomfortable and tiring. So, the following
movements became small, as I was seeking comfort, rest, and groundedness. For the big
movements, I was standing and extending my body through space and moving quickly. For the
small movements, I was often sitting or laying and moving slowly. The vitality affects of quick
and slow are also neutral by themselves but took on the subjective meanings of playful and
restful, respectively.
Video.
In the video recording of my personal movement ritual, the vitality affects in the song
“Harvard” by Diet Cig provided room for me to expel some nervous energy and take on a
carefree affect. The song has a pre-chorus that has relatively quiet lyrics and soft guitar
strumming. When it shifts from the pre-chorus to the chorus, the singing becomes louder in
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volume and higher in pitch, and the guitar becomes louder and faster. These transitions from
quiet to loud, lower pitch to higher pitch, and slow to fast were all vitality affects in my
experience.
I was feeling nervous energy going into the personal movement ritual (as is noted by the
use of the word “nervous” four times in my pre-journal entry). These vitality affect transitions
provided me the container for what I needed in the moment: space to expel some of my nervous
energy through singing and take on a more carefree and playful affect. The shift in the vitality
affects of the song, along with my expulsion of nervousness and intake of freeness, can be seen
in the video clip titled “Vitality Affects” under “Additional Files”, as well as this still:

I didn’t just listen to the music and experience my emotions through listening, I also sang
and moved to deepen the emotional expression. You can hear me singing until I push all the air
out of my lungs, facilitating a physical and psychological release.
Autonomic Nervous System
Journal.
In the post-journal entry after my personal movement ritual, I wrote about the deep
stretching I had just done: “curling into self, being my own weighted blanket, stretching slow”,
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and also “legs open, big stretch”. The “weighted blanket” comment was a metaphor for my use
of my own body’s weight to achieve deep stretches (still from 17:45 in video recording):

This statement also alludes to the soothing and relaxing effects I felt during stretching.
Muck-Weymann et al. (2003) wrote about how stretching one’s muscles activates the vagus
nerve, which is the main component of the parasympathetic nervous system. This is the “rest and
digest” system. Although neither Dissanayake (2010) nor Newberg and d’Aquili (2001) wrote
about stretching as a way the parasympathetic nervous system can be activated during ritual, I
assert that stretching my muscles during my personal movement rituals was a way that I
facilitated emotional and cognitive change for myself-- shifting my consciousness to a state of
increased relaxation and bliss.
Video.
As noted by Dissanayake (2010) and Newberg and d’Aquili (2001), intense rhythmic
movement during participation in ritual can activate the sympathetic nervous system, or the
“fight, flight, or freeze” system. In an attempt by the body to maintain homeostasis, a rebound
effect occurs and the parasympathetic nervous system is activated. This switch can induce an
altered state felt as trance or ecstasy (Dissanayake, 2010).
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While dancing to the song “Believe”, by Cher, a high-energy pop song, I moved quickly
and vigorously to the beat. Readers can watch this video clip, titled “Sympathetic Nervous
System Activation”, found in “Additional Files”. Two stills from the video clip demonstrate my
vigorous movement here:

I believe this rhythmic movement activated my sympathetic nervous system-- my heart
beat was faster, my adrenaline was flowing, etc. Then, by the end of the song, I started feeling a
wave of calm and stillness sweep over me. I infer that this sensation was my body’s
parasympathetic rebound. The following video clip (titled “Parasympathetic Rebound”, found in
“Additional Files”) is the same clip used to demonstrate the construct “synaesthetic intimations”,
but is also relevant here. The song “1,2,3” by Girlpool, which I intentionally played immediately
after “Believe” ended, was calm and slow. My movements were relaxed, I self-soothed through
touching different textures (the pole and also my pillow and blanket), and I proceeded to lay
down for a while under my blanket and rest.
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I posit that this energy shift in my body was caused by a shift in the autonomic nervous
system from sympathetic to parasympathetic activation. I found that it did facilitate an altered
and heightened state of being. I felt otherworldly in the second video clip-- extremely present
and comfortable in my body and far away from verbal cognition.
Cultural Expectations
Journal and Video.
For the results pertaining to this last construct, cultural expectations, I am combining the
data from the journal and video because my analysis of both is essentially the same. In the postjournal after the personal movement ritual, I wrote, “I chose to listen to the songs I’ve been
enjoying lately-- acoustic lesbian music + pop music”. By that, I meant both musical artists that
are lesbians and that are popular among lesbians and queer women. Although it’s not a lesbian
cultural norm to have personal movement rituals necessarily, the cultural associations with such
artists and songs certainly influenced the way I experienced the music and movement during my
personal rituals. I would even say that I purposefully chose certain songs to play at certain times
during the ritual because I was pursuing a particular head space, and chose a song that has a
lesbian cultural connotation specifically that would meet that need.
For example, the first song I listen to in the video recording is “Closer” by lesbian sisters
and pop duo Tegan and Sara. As I started the personal movement ritual, I was feeling nervous,
but wanted to access a space of play. So, I chose this song. I think it has particularly playful and
celebratory connotations to lesbians specifically because Tegan and Sara are such a staple of our
cultural lexicon, and this is a song often played at parties for queer women. I started the ritual by
laying on the ground still, but by the end of “Closer”, I was able to channel the song and begin to
move and play and explore.
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Beyond accessing the lesbian cultural significance of certain songs to facilitate my
personal movement ritual, I believe I also have created ritual norms for myself over the years of
participating in my personal movement ritual as self-care. Dissanayake asserts that rituals gain
power through cultural familiarity-- the participants of the ritual know what to expect during the
ritual because they have experienced it before and because the process is significant in their
culture (2010). I wouldn’t say that I am creating cultural norms, because it is only a culture of
one-- myself-- who is participating in the personal movement rituals. But I do feel that my
personal movement ritual has gained power over the years because every aspect of it has gained
positive associations for me. Now, whenever I put my music on and know it is time for my ritual,
my body and mind are already easing into a place of vulnerability and expression. Through
repetition and practice, my ritual has become more effective, just like a larger ritual shared by an
entire community becomes more effective the longer it is practiced. My goals in doing my
personal movement rituals are to better understand myself, and to process and express my
emotions. This certainly aligns with Dissanayake’s (2010) and others’ position that the temporal
arts used in ritual facilitate emotional and cognitive changes.
Discussion
In summary, this thesis project started with the tacit knowledge that my personal
movement ritual has therapeutic effects for me, and went on to inquire why. Through research
for the literature review, I found an academic context with which to situate my personal
movement ritual. By learning about other scholars’ rationale for the temporal arts facilitating
emotional and cognitive change in larger-scale human rituals, I found explanations for why my
personal movement ritual heals me. By identifying and examining the constructs of entrainment,
“synaesthetic intimations”, “vitality affects”, the autonomic nervous system, and cultural
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expectations as they occurred in my personal movement ritual, I was able to give explicit reasons
for why my ritual stimulates therapeutic emotional and cognitive change for me.
If I were to study this topic further, I would facilitate a ritual with other participants based
on my personal movement ritual. I would engage with participants as co-researchers,
collaborating with them and also incorporating their intuitive healing practices. I am interested
both in facilitating processes like my own with other people, and supporting others in
identifying, cultivating, and sharing their tacit knowledge of what heals them. Accordingly, if
others are interested in studying this further, I would encourage them to start with their own
expressive arts, self-care, or healing practice and go from there.
Beyond finding explicit constructs with which to understand and contextualize the
healing effects of my personal movement ritual, my goal with this project is to encourage other
scholars with a sense of tacit knowledge to lean into their own truths. It is a powerful gesture to
trust one’s own tacit knowledge and put it forth into the world, especially when it comes to the
expressive arts and healing. It is an act that challenges the current positivist paradigm in
academic research, and is actively non-oppressive and inclusive. I advocate that readers pay
attention to their tacit knowledge of their own healing, honor it, practice it, and take the steps to
share it with others. Everyone’s voice deserves to be heard!
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